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NOTES ON CALIFORNIA SEALION 

Harry M. Wegeforth, M. D. 

Several years’ experience in the handling of the California Sealion, 
both as a zoological exhibit and as an article of commerce, has convinced 
us that there are a few salient points which must be recognized and 
taken into consideration before these animals can be successfully taken 
care of in captivity for any appreciable length of time. Being in a posi¬ 
tion to observe them in their natural conditions and having many to ex¬ 
periment with where other interested parties have very few, it is our 
privilege to be of any assistance that we can to other zoological parks. 

First and foremost is the fact that the California sealion is naturally 
a salt water animal, and does not of its own accord ever seek fresh water 
for any purpose whatever. Its food consists of salt water products en¬ 
tirely, which are gulped alive from the water, and necessarily combin 
with it as the food is swallowed. It drinks salt water and is accustomed 
to being immersed in it for long periods at a time. The sudden removal 
to fresh water, combined with the eating of dead fish frequently leads to 
gastric disorders which, together with the natural aversion to artificial 
feeding, frequently causes death of the sealions within the first ten or 
fifteen days after capture. It is so rare as to be almost unheard of for 
them to accept food immediately upon being turned into a fresh water 
pond. However, there have been a few who would eat fish caught on 
the way in from the islands when it was offered to them. They will 
eat much more quickly after their arrival, however, if they are put into 
a pool where there are already good feeders. On the other hand, we 
have had the experience of one or more of the old captives going on a 
hunger strike out of sympathy apparently for the newcomers. This 
strike has lasted several days or until the newcomers have decided to eat. 
They must be carefully coaxed and patiently taught to eat the, to them, 
unpalatable food. With the California sealion, it is seldom necessary or 
advisable to use force as the pangs of hunger usually suffice to compel 
obedience before the starvation reaches a dangerous stage. 

There are probably many things which consitute the regular diet of 
the sealion in its native state with which we are unfamiliar. However, 
the necessity for a good deal of fat in the diet of all water mammals is 
recognized by all who handle them to any extent. The eastern mackerel 
which is generally cheap and abundant we have found to be the best 
food and urgently recommend it to all who wish to keep their sealions in 
good health. This may be secured from either coast, under ice, which 
keeps it in a perfectly wholesome condition. We follow the policy of 
having from five to ten tons in cold storage most of the year. Any 
variety of the herring family, a bony dry fish, is to be avoided always. 

Autospies performed upon the carcasses of sealion, which have died 
soon after or at the time of capture, have revealed many interesting and 
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helpful facts. Seven large stones weighing two and one-half pounds, a 
picture of which accompanies this article, were taken from the stomach 
of one seal. These being much too large to pass through the intestines, 
which are no larger than a little finger in circumference, undoubtedly had 
been accumulating in the stomach for some time. There is nothing to 
differentiate them from the ordinary stones upon the beaches where the 
animals are found, that is, there is no polish other than that caused by 
the rolling upon the beaches where the stones are abundant. Nothing in 
their appearance would indicate that there was any effort to digest them, 
or that they of themselves were of any injury to the animal. These stones 
are, however, evidence that the sealion had eaten squid, octopus or some 
such denizens of the sea which had clung to the rocks for support. As 
the seal does not chew its food, the stone had been swallowed with the 
rest of the meal. In almost every autopsy ulcers of the stomach have 
been discovered, showing that this is a condition common to the sealion 
in its wild life and not altogether and entirely the result of being fed 
unnaturally in captivity. It is rare indeed that an authopsy upon any 
fish-eating animal does not reveal small intestinal worms, and although 
we do treat them regularly for worms, there seems to be little actual 
harm from this source. 



Stones from Stomach of California Sea Lion 

An examination of the teeth of a great many specimens have proven 
that even among the young sealion the teeth are apt to be dark, dis¬ 
colored and broken off. This is due to lack of use, as the sealion does 
not chew its food, to bumping on the rough, sharp rocks, and to fighting. 
As very few adult sealion have been examined, compared to the large 
number of young one, it is not possible to say positively to what extent 
this condition progresses in the course of time, but apparently it in no 
way affects the health or longevity of the animal. 

One lesson we have learned at great cost and which we are constantly 
being reminded of, is that all fish must be carefully examined for fish 
hooks whether caught in the seine or not. The accompanying photograph 
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of the fish hooks which we have taken from fish in the past two years, 
most of which have been net caught, is more convincing than anything 
we can say about them. Any one of these hooks would have resulted in 
death to a sealion or to one of our almost priceless northern elephant 
seal, if it had not been discovered and removed. This is a point which 
we cannot emphasize too strongly. Examine not only the mouth, but 
the body of the fish as well. Some are swallowed, and some are snagged 
in passing, and the hook may be completely imbedded before it is caught 
again. The long ends of line of these hooks, are evidence that they have 
been buried or in the stomach of the fish. One other important point 
to remember in regard to the fish is that the least taint to it is absolutely 
poisonous to the seal. Fish that will in no way injure your seabirds 
will mean almost instant death to them. Such fish cost the zoological 
garden at San Diego six of its finest sealions in one afternoon. They 
drove the gulls from their feed and thus ate fish not intended for them. 
Within a few hours after eating every one was dead from the poison. 
Therefore, in using cold storage fish it is necessary to be exceedingly 
careful in the thawing and handling of the fish before feeding. 



Any excitement, such as handling, shifting or shipping sealion is very 
apt to excite them to such an extent that they become feverish and re¬ 
fuse to eat for perhaps several days. It is for this reason that even in 
cool weather we have found it feasible to ship them with ice cakes on 
the crates to reduce the temperature. If a sealion is actually on feed 
it only takes a little patience and proper handling to overcome this con¬ 
dition in a few days. 

All of the sealion which we handle are immature, with the exception 
of a few females. We have never had a sealion breed in our ponds al¬ 
though a few have been bom there a few days after the mothers have 
been captured. None of these have lived more than a few days. On 
account of their huge size we never catch or ship a full adult male with- 
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out a special order. A full grown male California sealion will weigh be¬ 
tween nine hundred and twelve hundred pounds. They are difficult to 
capture and handle, expensive to ship, but they do make a magnificent 
exhibit standing among the smaller ones of the group. Most of the 
zoos, however, confine their exhibits to the younger animals, paying 
little or no attention to sex, as either or both seem to get along equally 
well in the same pool. 

Being rather wide rovers in their native state, they are not difficult to 
acclimatize after they have become accustomed to their artificial sur¬ 
roundings. They are unafraid and readily learn to make friends with 
the visitors. Their awkward, uncanny gait on land, their grace and a- 
gility in the water, their intelligence and adaptability, increases their 
attraction the longer they are in the garden. They will furnish a maxi¬ 
mum of entertainment at a minimum of expense and care, for even the 
initial cost is not great compared with things of much less appeal. They 
are successfully kept in most zoos in all parts of the world, as well as 
being the star performers in countless traveling trained animal acts. 

THE MENACE OF THE CALIFORNIA SEALION 

Within the past year there has been another organized effort to des¬ 
troy the California Sealion. This is being fostered through the Fisher¬ 
man’s Associations who are the unwitting tools of the proffessional hun¬ 
ters anxious to secure the bounties which have been offered in other dis¬ 
tricts. 

The commission appointed to study the life and habits of the Sealion 
with a view to determining the amount of real damage suffered by the 
fisherman is still working upon the problem, but to date is of the opin¬ 
ion that there is very little real injury aside from the amount of fish 
consumed. Even this damage is problematical as the sealion lives large¬ 
ly upon dogfish, rays, squid and octupii, with the real possibility that 
they destroy other predatory organisms which unchecked through the 
extermination of the sealion might prove more destructive as well as 
more difficult to destroy. 

A census of the two varities of sealion found on the coast of Califor¬ 
nia shows the actual number of the California Sealion to be 941, while 
the Stellare variety numbers 6363. Moreover their natural enemies keep 
the number from increasing with any rapidity. 

A resume of the report of the fish and game commission of January 
1928 would indicate that the leclarations made by those interested in 
seeing the sealions destroyed borders closely upon propaganda and are 
not born out by the facts. 
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The California Sealions adapt themselves very quickly to the condi¬ 
tions of captivity, and are soon apparently as happy and as much at 
home in the zoo as in their rookery upon the Coronado Islands. They 
know their keeper and recognize his truck. Each time he passes with it 
they set up a great barking and rush from one end of the dam to the 
other. Lee Pierce who has had the care of the Sealions for several years 
has great skill in getting them on food and has been quite successful in 
getting the very young ones to eat, having had several who were so 
young that they were brought up on bread and milk for a month or more 
before they could eat fish. 

sjc s|t >|e :jc sfc He 

One of the interesting habits displayed by the sealion in the zoo is 
the forming of a raft. This usually consists of the female and young 
seals; seven or eight will crowd together turning on their backs, with 
only their noses and now and then a flipper in evidence above the water. 
This is apparently a method adopted to enable them to rest on long 
journeys from place to place. They lock themselves into a group by ar¬ 
ranging their flippers together, and when in this position it is impossi¬ 
ble to determine how many individuals make up the raft. 

H« jfc jfc sH H 5 

The seal, which is perhaps one of the most interesting of all the pin¬ 
niped family confined in the zoo is the Harbor or Leopard Seal who has 
a fine large pool for his private use between the Lion and Tiger grottoes. 
He is not so active as his distant cousins in the larger dam, and because 
he is apt to be lying motionless in the water he fails to attract the atten¬ 
tion he deserves. We have been trying for two years to find him a suit¬ 
able mate, but the difficulties we have experienced in compelling the 
specimens we have secured to eat the food we are able to provide have 
been very discouraging. However this summer we are determined that 
we will provide him not only with a mate, but a few friends as well. 
These are true seals and are closely allied to the fur seal, being similar 
in size and shape. They have a more slender neck, but the same round 
plump body. 
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CALIFORNIA SEALIONS 

For Sale or Trade 
Acclimated On Feed 


Medium $100.00 


Large $150.00 


Crated, F. O. B. San Diego 


Light crates. Safe arrival guaranteed. 


PACIFIC COAST SHORE BIRDS 


For Sale. 


Pelicans. 


Boobies. 


Orders taken in advance of Season 






























